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LLAKSHA was a mythical Great Country, inhabited by
fierce barbarians upon whom no white man had ever gazed,
when ilichael Gvosdev, a Siberian explorer venturing eastward
beyond the Diomede Islands in August, 1734, anchored in the
lee of what he thought was another island. A half-century later
Captain Cook proved this island to be the mainland of North
America and renamed it Alaska.
Gvosdev's report of new lands and more fur-clad natives to
be plundered appealed to the Russians, who set about preparing
an expedition of discovery and exploitation. Colonists were sent
eastward to establish a base and port at Okhotsk; another port
was located six hundred miles farther east in Kamchatka. Supplies
were hauled from Russia through Siberia to these bases, where
two ships were built, outfitted, and maimed for what turned out
to be one of the most harrowing and dramatic voyages of discovery
ever undertaken.
After seven years' preparation the expedition set sail from
Avacha Bay on June 4th, 1741, with Vitus Bering in command
of the eighty-foot St. Peter, and Alexis Chirikov commanding the
eighty-foot St. Paul, each ship carrying seventy-six men, two
landing boats, and sufficient supplies to last four months. No oceaa
could have been more pacific, no winds more favouring; over-
crowding excepted, no voyage of discovery could have begun
more auspiciously nor continued for three weeks more uneventfully*
But when they ran into heavy fogs hanging over the still un-
discovered Aleutian Islands a few miles to the north they became
separatedj never to be reunited.
Bering hdd the St. Ptter on her eastward course; on July iStfa
he first beheld a range of snowy mountains surrounding a
splendid peak which he named St. Elias* A few days later a
lajading was made on Kayak Island, where the water-casks wem
ilfed, aad smouldering fires beside abandoned huts proved the
country to be inhabited. Although the weather was still mild,
Bering and about a third of his men were ill with scurvy* His
he had discovered a magaifiooillf